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1.0 Executive Summary  
In the fall of 2018, a series of gas fires and explosions, as a result of a gas line over-

pressurization in the Merrimack Valley, forced responders from across the Commonwealth to 

convene on three communities that were experiencing a no notice disaster. The Governor and 

local leaders provided leadership and demonstrated a resourceful use of existing authorities to 

achieve unity of effort across public and private agencies in the management of this incident.  

This was essential for an effective response and recovery from this disaster.   

The coming days required an unprecedented response effort that tested and exceeded the 

capacities of public safety agencies and required the development of entirely new capabilities.  

Approximately 15,000 residents were evacuated from their homes for days, and thousands of 

homes needed to be entered, rendered safe, and secured to ensure that dangerous gas levels 

no longer existed.  As the emergency response concluded, it was clear that the recovery effort 

would span months. Again, public safety agencies, government, business, and community 

organizations, as well as private sector partners under the leadership of local and state elected 

officials, came together with the responsible utility and solved unique problems that included 

repairing infrastructure damage, providing shelter, and finding longer-term housing solutions as 

recovery efforts extended into the fall and winter months.   

This After Action Report (hereafter, AAR), which was jointly written by the Massachusetts 

Emergency Management Agency (MEMA) and the Massachusetts National Guard (MANG), aims 

to capture both the successes of and the opportunities posed by a response and recovery effort 

of this size, complexity, and duration. The research and interviews conducted for this report 

revealed the overarching themes that guide the recommended actions listed in the 

Improvement Plan (IP). They further revealed best practices that help to sustain the strengths 

identified throughout the process.     

1.1 Overarching Themes 
After review and consolidation of the information collected in the after action process, four 

overarching themes were identified.  These themes highlight strategic considerations to 

support enhanced preparedness for, response to, and recovery from future events, regardless 

of the cause.  Additionally, these themes further supported the development of an 

Improvement Plan, which is included as Appendix B of this document.   

1. A Unified Command1/Coordination Structure is needed for complex regional disasters.  

¶ While the Governor and municipal leaders actively collaborated throughout this 

incident, establishing a formal Unified Command Post with requisite staff would 

have helped to mitigate a number of operational shortfalls identified in the after 

action process.   

                                                      
1 A Unified Command is an authority structure in which the role of incident commander is shared by two or more 
individuals, each already having authority in a different responding agency.  Unified Command is coordinated out 
of a physical setting, known as a Unified Command Post.   
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¶ Locally led incident command structures and processes worked well during the initial 

response to this incident. As operations expanded in scope and scale, information 

sharing, coordinated situational awareness, and enhanced planning may have been 

better supported through a deliberate implementation of a Unified 

Command/Coordination Structure.   

¶ During a complex regional incident, the experience of state agency partners in 

assisting in the establishment of a Unified Command/Coordination structure and 

process should be considered. State resources and structures can be mobilized to 

support local incident commanders and leaders.   

2. Gas UtilitƛŜǎΩ implementation of their emergency operations plans must be capable of 

addressing significant infrastructure failures, include processes to quickly identify 

impacted infrastructure and customers, and be socialized with public safety partners.   

¶ Columbia Gas of Massachusetts developed and filed emergency operations plans as 

required by The Commonwealth of Massachusetts Regulation 220 CMR 192 and 

Massachusetts General Law (MGL) 164, Section 1J.3  However, Columbia Gas did not 

implement its plans in a manner that would effectively respond to such a large 

incident.     

o The statute requires investor-owned gas utilities annually to provide 

emergency operations plans to the Massachusetts Department of Public 

Utilities (DPU) and the municipalities they serve.  These plans require gas 

companies to respond to any system outage and restore service in a prompt 

manner.   

o The DPU may consider requiring all gas companies to provide additional 

information related to the scope of future damage and customer impacts to 

public safety partners in a reasonable timeframe to support life safety 

response, enhanced employee training for those assigned key positions in the 

plan, and focused exercises with partner public safety agencies to ensure plans 

account for key considerations.   

3. A Commonwealth Disaster Recovery Framework is needed to organize and guide 

recovery efforts. 

¶ Integrating the key lessons learned from this incident and the resulting complex 

recovery considerations that were required will enhance overall disaster recovery 

planning for the Commonwealth.  

¶ The Framework will require participation from key public and private sector partners 

in order to develop a realistic posture to recovery in the Commonwealth.   

¶ Training and exercise programs should accompany this Framework in order to 

ensure that partners clearly understand the structure, responsibilities, and roles that 

support recovery.    

                                                      
2 https://www.mass.gov/regulations/220-CMR-1900-standards-of-performance-for-emergency-preparation-and-
restoration-of 
3 https://malegislature.gov/Laws/GeneralLaws/PartI/TitleXXII/Chapter164/Section1J 

https://www.mass.gov/regulations/220-CMR-1900-standards-of-performance-for-emergency-preparation-and-restoration-of
https://www.mass.gov/regulations/220-CMR-1900-standards-of-performance-for-emergency-preparation-and-restoration-of
https://malegislature.gov/Laws/GeneralLaws/PartI/TitleXXII/Chapter164/Section1J
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4. ¢ƘŜ /ƻƳƳƻƴǿŜŀƭǘƘΩǎ 5ƛǎŀǎǘŜǊ IƻǳǎƛƴƎ tƭŀƴ and Executive Playbook need to be updated 

to incorporate the lessons learned from this incident.   

¶ While the Commonwealth does have a Disaster Housing Plan, Executive Playbook, 

and Massachusetts Disaster Housing Task Force (MADHTF) in place, lessons learned 

from this incident can help to strengthen their implementation.   

¶ Additional considerations for the plan include revised decision points, which ensure 

that considerations for individuals with Access and Functional Needs (AFN) are 

implemented, and incorporate additional creative options for temporary housing 

regardless of disaster cause.    
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2.0 Introduction  
On September 13th, 2018, the Merrimack Valley experienced the worst natural gas disaster in 

the history of the Commonwealth.  At approximately 4:00 PM, a gas contractor, following a 

plan developed by Columbia Gas, was performing routine maintenance work on a low-pressure 

gas line in Lawrence.  During the work, the line became over-pressurized, resulting in at least 

three explosions, 60-80 structure fires, and over 120 calls for emergency fire and EMS crews in 

Lawrence, Andover, and North Andover.  These events destroyed approximately 15 homes, and 

rendered many more uninhabitable in the three communities.  One person was killed and 25 

injured as a result of the explosions.  The ensuing response and recovery efforts to support 

nearly 8,600 families and over 600 businesses lasted for three months.  Public and private 

sector partners worked with the responsible utility to address cascading impacts and 

unanticipated needs. With cold weather on the horizon, efforts focused on returning residents 

to their homes - with natural gas service - ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǿƛƴǘŜǊΩǎ arrival.  

2.1 Report Scope and Structure  
This AAR reviews the response and recovery efforts of public safety and government partners 

from local, state, private, and nonprofit organizations in relation to the September 2018 

Natural Gas Explosions in the Merrimack Valley. The purpose of this report is to highlight best 

practices, identify areas of improvement, and capitalize on key recommendations to improve 

future response efforts. A comprehensive list of all findings can be found in Appendix A.  For 

purposes of this report, the following layout captures these themes:  

 

 

 

Finding S-XX: Strength  

Strengths, showcasing successful details of the event, are noted in blue-bordered boxes 

throughout this report.  Strengths, as implied, are best practices, and their implementation 

should be continued for future events.   

 
Finding I-XX: Area for Improvement  

Areas for Improvement, detailing components of the response and recovery effort which 

can be enhanced in future events, are noted in gray-bordered boxes throughout this 

report.   

 

Key Finding R-XX: Recommendation  

Recommendations are developed to suggest improvements in programs or initiatives, to 

either continue and/or improve upon actions documented in this report.  

Recommendations influence the Improvement Plan and are noted in black-bordered boxes 

throughout this report.   
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An Improvement Plan (IP) accompanies this document and identifies specific areas for 

improvement, and assign responsibility for implementation, where appropriate. The IP can be 

found in Appendix B.   

Information contributing to this report was compiled from a variety of sources. Dispatch logs, 

daily reports, public information broadcasts, Columbia Gas daily briefings, individual interviews, 

and other materials were all analyzed to ensure a comprehensive review.  Additionally, four 

detailed After Action Workshops were conducted in July 2019.  Participants from over 50 

organizations attended these workshops to provide feedback and recollections of best practices 

and areas for improvement. All references influencing the development of this AAR can be 

found in Appendix D.   

This report has been compiled with a focus on four areas, which span the entirety of the 

response and recovery effort:  

1. Initial Response (first 24 hours) 

2. Ongoing Response (until lifting of the evacuation order) 

3. Recovery Efforts (gas restoration and replacement) 

4. Recovery Efforts (human services) 

A detailed incident timeline, organized according to these focus areas, has also been created to 

help understand various decision points and timestamps, relative to this disaster.   

This AAR will not investigate or determine the cause of the natural gas explosions. That effort is 

being conducted by the National Transportation Safety Board (NTSB), the lead federal agency 

for the ongoing investigation. An investigatory report has been published by the NTSB and can 

be found here: https://www.ntsb.gov/investigations/AccidentReports/Pages/PAR1902.aspx.   

The AAR describes ǘƘŜ ǳǘƛƭƛǘȅΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎŀŦŜǘȅ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎ ŘǳǊing the ongoing 

response and recovery efforts. The conclusions detailed in this AAR are subject to revision as 

additional information becomes available.   

2.2 Incident Overview 
Columbia Gas of Massachusetts, a subsidiary of NiSource, is a natural gas provider to over 

320,000 customers in the Commonwealth, including residents in communities within the 

Merrimack Valley. On September 13th, 2018, a gas contractor was conducting routine 

maintenance work in Lawrence following a work plan developed by Columbia Gas. At 

approximately 4:00 PM, a low-pressure gas line was over-pressurized with gas, resulting in a 

response and recovery effort across three communities that lasted several months.4 The over-

pressurization resulted in many fires, explosions, and damage to thousands of appliances, gas 

meters, and roughly 50 miles of underground service lines and pipeline mains.  One person was 

killed, and several were injured. This gas line served approximately 6,100 gas meters and was 

                                                      
4 The affected natural gas distribution system ran on low pressures of natural gas, near ½ pounds per square inch 
(PSI).  High pressure was introduced into this system, stressing it beyond its design limits to the point of failure.    

https://www.ntsb.gov/investigations/AccidentReports/Pages/PAR1902.aspx
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linked to approximately 7,300 residential units and 685 commercial units in Lawrence, Andover, 

and North Andover.5   

In the immediate aftermath of the event, 911 calls reporting gas odors, building fires, and 

explosions began flooding Public Safety Answering Points (PSAPs) in the three communities.  

Local resources were fully engaged in firefighting activities, and local law enforcement was 

supporting emergency response efforts. During the height of the response, calls for service 

outnumbered assets available to respond.   

 

Andover activated their Emergency Operations Center (EOC) and recalled all necessary 

personnel. In a similar fashion, North Andover activated a Command Center in the parking lot of 

{ǘΦ aƛŎƘŀŜƭΩǎ {ŎƘƻƻƭ ǘƻ ŎƻƻǊŘƛƴŀǘŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǘƻǿƴΦ Not knowing the breadth of the 

event, a Unified Command Post was established at the Showcase Cinemas parking lot on Route 

114 in Lawrence. An evacuation order was given to residents in Lawrence, Andover, and North 

Andover, advising them to leave the area and that shelters were being opened. North Andover 

and Andover utilized existing, locally owned emergency notification systems to notify their 

residents of the need to evacuate. In Lawrence, Wireless Emergency Alerts (WEA) were 

broadcast by the Massachusetts Emergency Management Agency (MEMA) to South Lawrence 

residents in both English and Spanish. Community websites and social media were also 

extensively used as notification tools. Pick-up points were established in the south end of 

Lawrence for evacuees. Busses were then dispatched to these locations in Lawrence to retrieve 

evacuees and provide transportation to local emergency shelters. Additionally, evacuees in the 

towns of Andover and North Andover were prompted to evacuate to the emergency shelters in 

their respective communities.   

Due to the threat of additional fires and explosions, a decision was made to de-energize the 

electric grid in the area while the impacted gas line was being shut down and de-pressurized.  

This would remove a major source of possible electrical discharges that could create additional 

                                                      
5 In some instances, gas meters may have been associated with more than one family or business unit. Similarly, 
family and business units may have housed more than one family or business within the unit.   

Figure 1: Structures Burn or Explode As a Result of the Natural Gas Over-pressurization. 
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hazards when mixed with gas vapors. However, de-energizing the electrical grid in the impacted 

area also created security concerns after dark. Local law enforcement, seeing the extent of the 

impact and the increasing need for security due to the thousands of vacant homes left after the 

evacuation, executed their regional mutual aid plans. This resulted in 660 additional law 

enforcement officers from 140 different law enforcement agencies descending on the area. 

Traffic Control Points, increased patrols, and an enhanced law enforcement presence were 

apparent in all communities until electricity was restored.   

 

Firefighting resources were also spread thin, and Fire Chiefs in each town recognized the need 

for mutual aid outside of their normal 10-alarm run cards.6  In responseΣ ǘƘŜ /ƻƳƳƻƴǿŜŀƭǘƘΩǎ 

Fire Mobilization Plan was activated, bringing in firefighting task forces from outside the area.  

Staging Areas were established in Lawrence and in North Andover, and fire apparatus were sent 

to calls as they arrived. Over the coming days, 15 Regional Task Forces consisting of 180 fire 

departments from three states supported the communities. Resources from Massachusetts, 

New Hampshire, and Maine supported the ongoing response efforts, ensuring that all fires 

were extinguished in the three towns. An EMS mobilization also brought 54 ambulances into 

the Staging Area to support response.   

On September 14th, Governor Baker declared a State of Emergency for the three communities. 

Through the authority of an emergency declaration, the Chairman of the Department of Public 

Utilities (DPU) appointed Eversource7 as the lead utility for recovery, directing them to oversee 

                                                      
6 In order to streamline mutual aid, fire departments across the country develop run cards, which prescript, based 
on the size of the event, the specific resources which will be requested to respond to assist the affected fire 
department.    
7 Eversource Gas provides gas service to Connecticut and much of Eastern Massachusetts, and is one of the main 
gas utilities in New England.   

Figure 2: Map Showing Merrimack Valley Damage. 
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the Columbia Gas restoration effort. The process of conducting damage assessments also began 

at this point in the response, with multiple departments and agencies involved.   

 

Once fires were extinguished, firefighting task forces conducted house-to-house safety checks 

with Columbia Gas employees, local law enforcement, and locksmiths to ensure that gas service 

was shut off and there were no dangerous gas levels in the homes. This effort took several 

days, and on Sunday, September 16th, the electrical grid was re-energized in the impacted area.  

This resulted in the evacuation order being lifted, allowing residents to return home, albeit 

without heat or hot water.   

With residents back in their homes but still without gas service, a Chief Recovery Officer (CRO) 

was appointed by the Chairman of the DPU through its authority during Governor BakerΩǎ 

emergency declaration. A recovery team of local and state officials coordinated with Columbia 

Gas and other private sector companies to support restoration, reconstruction, and recovery 

efforts. During the onset of the overall recovery effort, two programs were developed to 

support residents: Operation Hot Plate and Operation Temporary (Temp) Heat. These programs 

were a means to provide electric cooktops and space heaters to impacted residents.  From 

September 22nd to September 25th, nearly 7,000 hotplates were distributed to residents. After 

this was completed, impacted homes were assessed to determine whether a space heater 

could safely be used in the homes. While these operations were planned with good intentions, 

there were several obstacles that limited their success. Most critically, many electrical systems 

in the older housing stock prevalent in the area were deemed inadequate for the safe use of 

the appliances provided. Operation Temp Heat was ultimately deemed ineffective and was 

discontinued.   

Several recovery efforts were initiated in the days after the disaster. A Recovery Resource 

Center (RRC) was opened in Lawrence on September 16th to provide impacted residents from 

all three impacted communities access to various programs and resources. Over 3,000 residents 

received support at the RRC from a multitude of service providers. In order to attend to the 

needs of impacted residents in each community, local recovery centers and Columbia Gas 

Figure 3: Governor Baker Provides an Update to the Media at the Unified Command 
Post. 
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Claims Centers also opened around this time. Emergency loan funds were established to assist 

impacted businesses and help them get back on track, and a Small Business Administration 

(SBA) Economic Injury Disaster Loan (EIDL) Program was authorized to provide support to small 

businesses. Additionally, the Greater Lawrence Disaster Relief Fund (GLDRF) was established to 

serve the short- and medium-term shelter and sustenance concerns of affected residents and 

businesses in Andover, Lawrence, and North Andover. Columbia Gas contributed $10 million to 

the GLDRF. These funds were distributed to impacted residents in a timely and efficient 

manner. A request was made through the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) to 

the President of the United States for a Presidential Disaster Declaration.8  Based on the 

information present at the time, FEMA determined that the disaster did not exceed the 

capabilities of state and local government, and this request was denied on December 10, 2018.  

Columbia Gas was financially responsible for all costs related to the incident.   

The initial estimate for gas restoration was set for November 19th, with expectations of 

restoring gas service prior to the Thanksgiving Holiday. As the scope of the necessary repair 

work grew and the slower-than-expected pace of work completion was realized, this timeline 

had to be adjusted to December 16th. Understanding that the new December restoration 

timeframe could impact the health and safety of residents residing in homes with no heat or 

hot water during winter, local and state officials quickly determined a temporary housing 

solution was needed. Columbia Gas Claims Centers became the gateway for affected residents 

to seek temporary alternative housing. In addition to the Claims Centers, a dedicated Call 

Center was set up and staffed with contractors who specialized in crisis management to 

manage the overwhelming mission of finding temporary housing for residents as winter arrived. 

Over the months of the recovery, the following temporary housing solutions were put into 

place:  

¶ 5,100 hotel rooms within 30 miles of the impacted area 

¶ 210 apartments in the impacted area 

¶ 514 travel trailers, leased and placed in 5 sites in the three communities 

¶ 1,000 bed congregate shelter in North Lawrence 

These solutions supported 2,107 families comprising 7,548 people (1,648 families in hotels, 69 

families in apartments, and 390 families in travel trailers) until gas service was restored in mid-

December. These numbers do not account for the hundreds of utility workers who came into 

the three communities to support gas restoration. These workers were housed on a cruise ship 

in Boston Harbor, and commuted to and from the incident zone. 

                                                      
8 States can request a Presidential Disaster Declaration through FEMA when they determine that the state and 
local capability to effectively respond to an incident is overwhelmed.  This request, if approved, can result in the 
activation of support under the Stafford Act, which could provide federal assistance and reimbursement for 75% of 
eligible costs related to the event.   
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The recovery effort was hampered by complications and delays in repairing and reactivating the 

impacted natural gas infrastructure. The Chief Recovery Officer managed an operation involving 

hundreds of gas company personnel out of the Columbia Gas Offices in Lawrence. The impacted 

area was broken into eight zones both to allow for a focused effort in each zone and to manage 

span of control. Together, these utility crews replaced 43.5 miles of the underground cast iron 

and bare steel distribution system and 5,086 service lines; they also recertified 12.3 miles of 

polyethylene main pipe via a successful pressure test. The crews ultimately installed a state-of-

the-art system, complete with auto-close valves to prevent similar incidents from occurring in 

the future.   

While the pipeline infrastructure was being replaced, thousands of appliances - including water 

heaters, furnaces, dryers, and stoves - were replaced and installed in impacted homes. Energy 

efficient solutions were used where possible in an effort to ensure that appliance standards and 

efficiencies were better than they were before the disaster. With appliance replacement 

ongoing, the gas infrastructure was re-pressurized to normal operating pressures. The 

successful re-pressurization allowed gas service to be restored to the area, and residents could 

again use the utilities in their homes. Impacted businesses were also able to reopen once 

necessary inspections were completed. Health inspectors from surrounding towns supported 

this effort through the Statewide Public Safety Mutual Aid Law.   

Inspections were also critical to ensure all work was done safely and met state building codes 

and regulations. Pipeline inspectors were brought into the area from surrounding states 

through existing mutual aid agreements and through the Emergency Management Assistance 

Compact (EMAC).9   

While gas service has been restored, the recovery and full restoration is still ongoing. As of the 

date of this report, abandoned gas line removal and capping, street repaving projects, field 

renovations as a result of travel trailer site use, and other recovery efforts continue. The 

                                                      
9 9a!/ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ¦ƴƛǘŜŘ {ǘŀǘŜǎΩ ƛƴǘŜǊǎǘŀǘŜ Ƴǳǘǳŀƭ ŀƛŘ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ όwww.emacweb.org).   

Figure 4: Night Descends Upon the Lawrence South Common Trailer Site. 

http://www.emacweb.org/
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response and recovery efforts have taken a multi-disciplinary approach to ensure that the 

impacts realized from the September 13th, 2018, natural gas explosions in the Merrimack Valley 

are not repeated in the future and that existing response capabilities are ready should they be 

needed for a similar disaster.   

2.3 Community Geography and Demographics 
The City of Lawrence and the Towns of Andover and North Andover are located in Essex County 

in Northeastern Massachusetts. They are located in a portion of Essex County known as the 

Merrimack Valley, an area in Massachusetts surrounding the Merrimack River along the New 

Hampshire Border. These communities are located within five to ten miles of the New 

Hampshire border and are approximately 25 miles north of Boston.   

The Merrimack River flows through Lawrence, dividing it into a Northern Section and a 

Southern Section. South Lawrence was the only part of Lawrence impacted during this disaster.  

Portions of northeastern Andover and northwestern North Andover were also impacted. The 

most heavily damaged parts of these communities were in a fairly concentrated area. While 

some reports were received outside of this zone, impacts were relatively minor.   

Though these three communities are geographically near one another, they are different 

demographically. Lawrence 

is a densely populated 

urban city with twice the 

population, a higher 

percentage of Spanish-

speaking residents, and a 

higher poverty rate when 

compared to Andover and 

North Andover. Andover 

and North Andover are 

middle-class suburban 

communities, and although 

each has half the population 

size of Lawrence, their geographic size is four to five times that of Lawrence.   

The majority of the housing stock in Lawrence is much older than that of its surrounding 

communities, as well. Older multi-family homes, many with balloon-frame construction10 

and/or knob-and-tube wiring11, were prevalent in Lawrence, which hampered some of the 

recovery efforts.   

                                                      
10 Balloon-frame construction is a style of wood-framed housing that uses long, vertical wood beams for exterior 
walls. The resulting voids extend, uninterrupted, from basement to attic, allowing for rapid fire spread.   
11 Knob-and tube-wiring is an early standardized method of electrical wiring in buildings, common in North 
America from about 1880 to the early 1940s.   

Figure 5: Community Demographics by the Numbers. 
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Figure 6: Commonwealth of Massachusetts, with Impacted Communities Highlighted.  
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4.0 Incident Timeline 
The following chronology represents key events, actions, and decision points during the immediate and ongoing response, and the 

short- and long-term recovery operations surrounding this event. Higher-level strategic decisions or key program implementations 

are depicted in the graphics, while a more detailed list of events by date and time follows. Note: Every effort was made to be as 

accurate as possible with timestamps; however, many timestamps are approximate, having been gathered from various sources. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7: Timeline Depiction of First Operational Period, September 13-14, 2018. 
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Figure 8: Overall Event Timeline, September 13-December 16, 2018. 
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Thursday, September 13, 2018 

¶ 4:04PM: First high pressure alarm sounded in Columbia Gas Control Room 

¶ 4:05PM: Second high pressure alarm sounded 

¶ 4:06PM: First Lawrence 911 call, for an incident on Osgood Street 

¶ 4:13PM: First North Andover 911 call, for smoke in basement  

¶ 4:13PM: First Andover Fire 911 call  

¶ 4:15PM: Massachusetts Emergency Management Agency (MEMA) notified  

¶ 4:25PM: Lawrence fire chief activated the Fire Mobilization Plan, and requested two Fire 

Mobilization Task Forces 

¶ 4:30PM: Lawrence Mayor Rivera directed Lawrence Health and Human Services to open a 

shelter at the Partham School 

¶ 4:30PM: Columbia Gas reported the natural gas regulator involved was closed 

¶ 4:30PM: American Red Cross on scene in Lawrence and North Andover 

¶ 4:40PM: Andover opened its Emergency Operations Center (EOC) 

¶ 4:42PM: Andover activated the Fire Mobilization Plan for their town 

¶ 4:44PM: Massachusetts State Police (MSP) A-Troop notified all MSP personnel, including 

the Commonwealth Fusion Center (CFC) 

¶ 4:45PM: The CFC notified MSP Command Staff, who notified the Executive Office of Public 

Safety and Security (EOPSS)   

¶ 4:45PM: The CFC notified federal partners and deployed MSP Anti-Terrorism Unit and Joint 

Terrorism Task Force (JTTF) Investigators to the scene  

¶ 4:45taΥ bƻǊǘƘ !ƴŘƻǾŜǊ ŀŎǘƛǾŀǘŜŘ ŀ /ƻƳƳŀƴŘ /ŜƴǘŜǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ tŀǊƪƛƴƎ [ƻǘ ƻŦ {ǘΦ aƛŎƘŀŜƭΩǎ 

School, and declared a Local State of Emergency   

¶ 4:50PM: Department of Public Utilities (DPU) notified by Columbia Gas of a gas issue with 

unknown cause  

¶ 4:52PM: MSP notified the public via social media of multiple gas explosions and structure 

fires in Andover, Lawrence, and North Andover 

¶ 5:00PM: Andover Police Department activated Northeast Massachusetts Law Enforcement 

Council (NEMLEC) support, which included an Incident Management Assistance Team 

(IMAT). The requested assets supported Andover  

¶ 5:00PM: North Andover established a Staging Area of North Andover Middle School to 

receive incoming mutual aid 

¶ 5:00PM: MSP Incident Management Assistance Team (IMAT) arrived at Lawrence Police 

Department Command Post, contacted local public safety officials, and requested their 

presence in Lawrence in order to establish Unified Command  

¶ 5:05PM: MEMA arrived on scene at Lawrence Staging Area 

¶ 5:20PM: Unified Command established at the Showcase Cinemas Parking Lot in Lawrence 

¶ 5:25PM: North Andover began evacuating residents to North Andover High School 

¶ 5:30PM: State Emergency Operations Center (SEOC) activated to Level II (Partial Activation) 
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¶ 5:33PM: Andover began evacuating residents to Senior Center, 30 Whittier Court.  

¶ 6:00PM: Initial Wireless Emergency Alerts (WEA) to evacuate South Lawrence issued in both 

English and Spanish 

¶ 6:10PM: National Grid received request from North Andover to de-energize electrical grid 

¶ 6:10PM: Request received to de-energize everything in Lawrence south of Merrimack St. 

¶ 6:28PM: MSP CFC sent situational awareness message to stakeholders and indicated that 

initial reports were pointing to a possible over-pressurization of natural gas lines in that 

area   

¶ 6:30PM: Governor Baker arrived at the Unified Command Post in Lawrence 

¶ 6:30PM: MSP CFC provided MSP Command Staff and EOPSS a map, by town, of the 

Columbia Gas service area within Massachusetts 

¶ 6:36PM: National Grid de-energized South Lawrence  

¶ 6:46PM: All off-ramps on I-495 from Exits 42 through 45 were closed; on-ramps remained 

open to allow evacuation 

¶ 7:00PM: Andover opened shelters at Senior Center, which remained open through Sunday 

evening 

¶ 7:24PMΥ /ƻƭǳƳōƛŀ DŀǎΩ ƴatural gas distribution system was closed 

¶ 7:26PM: National Grid de-energized North Andover and Downtown Andover  

¶ 8:00PM: All affected areas were taken off the electrical grid  

¶ 8:00PM: Department of Public Safety gathered inspectors to triage damage and began 

vetting licenses from 26 states participating in the inspection efforts  

¶ 8:00PM: Columbia Gas established a hotline for claims  

¶ 8:04PM: Red Cross began setting up an emergency shelter at North Andover High School 

and brought a shelter trailer for 100 people to this location. Animal Control Officer was 

prepared to receive residents with pets 

¶ 8:30PM: The Massachusetts Department of Public Health (MDPH) activated its Department 

Operations Center (DOC) 

¶ 9:00PM: The initial press conference with the media, including Governor Baker with state 

and local officials, was conducted 

¶ 9:30PM: MSP CFC continues situational awareness message distribution to stakeholders 

¶ 9:45PM: MDPH Office of Emergency Medical Services (OEMS) issued a waiver allowing 

ambulances in EMS Region 3 (Northeastern MA) to transport individuals to alternate 

destinations, such as shelters 

¶ 11:00PM: MEMA distributed first comprehensive Situational Awareness Statement (SAS)  

¶ 11:44PM: The Massachusetts Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (MSPCA) 

made their Nevins Farm facility in Methuen available as a pet shelter  

Friday, September 14, 2018 

¶ 1:00AM: Columbia Gas Reports affected system is depressurized 

¶ 2:00AM: Any remaining fires triggered during the incident extinguished 



2018 Merrimac k Valley Gas Explosions After Action Report  Published January 2020  

20 
 

¶ 6:07AM: MSP CFC continues situational awareness message distribution to stakeholders 

¶ 2:00PM: Columbia Gas opened first Claims Center at Lawrence Public Library  

¶ 3:00PM: Governor Baker declared a State of Emergency for all affected communities.  

¶ 3:00PM: The Chairman of the Department of Public Utilities (DPU) directed Eversource to 

ǘŀƪŜ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƻǾŜǊ /ƻƭǳƳōƛŀ DŀǎΩ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŎƛŘŜƴǘ 

Sunday, September 16, 2018 

¶ 7:00AM: It was determined that the depressurizing of the gas line was complete, all meters 

were shut off, and all structures were free of residual gas. The electrical grid was re-

energized, and Unified Command lifted the Evacuation Order 

¶ 8:53AM: All ramps and road closures associated with the gas explosions affecting Lawrence, 

Andover, North Andover, and Methuen were reopened 

¶ 9:00AM: Columbia Gas Claims Center opened at Lawrence High School  

¶ 9:46AM: WEA Messages sent to South Lawrence area to return to their homes in both 

English and Spanish 

¶ 1:00PM: Recovery Resource Center (RRC) opened at Arlington Middle School in Lawrence  

¶ 1:00PM: North Andover High School Shelter was closed   

Tuesday, September 18, 2018 

¶ Governor Baker activated the Massachusetts National Guard (MANG) to support Operation 

Hotplate and Operation Temporary Heat 

¶ Governor Baker announced the Greater Lawrence Disaster Relief Fund (GLDRF) 

¶ Columbia Gas opened Claims Center in Andover at 10 Main Street (later moved to 45 Main 

Street), operating from 12:00PM-8:00PM 

¶ The RRC was relocated to the Lawrence Elks Lodge at 652 Andover Street 

Wednesday, September 19, 2018 

¶ Columbia Gas opened Claims Center in North Andover at 115 Main Street   

¶ The SEOC returned to Level I: Steady State/Monitoring  

Friday, September 21, 2018 

¶ Governor Baker directed the Chairman of the DPU to request that Columbia Gas hire an 

outside contractor.  A Chief Recovery Officer (CRO) was appointed as a result to oversee the 

recovery efforts  

¶ The RRC closed 

Saturday, September 22, 2018 

¶ Operation Hot Plate began  

Monday, September 24, 2018 

¶ Operation Temporary Heat began, with door to door space heater assessments conducted 
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¶ EMAC utilized with New Hampshire, Pennsylvania, and New York to deploy state pipeline 

inspectors to Massachusetts to support the Department of Public Utilities in its work 

inspecting the pipeline construction 

Wednesday, September 26, 2018 

¶ Gas system reconstruction began in Andover 

¶ Operation Assessment began 

Thursday, September 27, 2018 

¶ Gas system reconstruction began in Lawrence  

¶ Operation Hot Plate ended  

Friday, September 28, 2018 

¶ Governor Baker announced the creation of the Emergency Loan Fund for small businesses 

¶ Operation Temporary Heat ended 

Monday, October 1, 2018 

¶ Gas system reconstruction began in North Andover 

Tuesday, October 2, 2018 

¶ Gas Ready Plan was publicly announced 

Wednesday, October 3, 2018 

¶ Applications for funding from the GLDRF opened 

Friday, October 5, 2018 

¶ First travel trailers on site, Lawrence South Common 

¶ Governor Baker publically announced the Alternative Housing Options Program 

¶ Columbia Gas began to move utility workers from local area hotels to the MS Grand 

Celebration cruise ship docked in Boston Harbor 

Sunday, October 7, 2018 

¶ First travel trailers on site, Andover Recreation Park Road  

Monday, October 8, 2018 

¶ Congregate shelter in Lawrence opened with 250 beds 

Tuesday, October 9, 2018 

¶ House Ready Plan publicly announced 

Wednesday, October 10, 2018 

¶ First residents on travel trailer site, Andover Recreation Park Road 
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¶ First residents on travel trailer site, Lawrence South Common 

¶ First travel trailers on site, North Andover Grogan Field   

¶ First travel trailers on site, Lawrence Pemberton Park   

¶ Operation Assessment ended 

Saturday, October 13, 2018 

¶ Congregate shelter surged from 250 to 1,000 beds  

Tuesday, October 16, 2018 

¶ First resident on travel trailer site, North Andover Grogan Field  

Wednesday, October 17, 2018 

¶ First resident on travel trailer site; Lawrence Pemberton Park   

Tuesday, October 23, 2018 

¶ The Small Business Administration (SBA) issued an Economic Injury Disaster Declaration 

Thursday, November 1, 2018 

¶ First travel trailer on site, Lawrence Sullivan Park 

Monday, November 5, 2018 

¶ The application period for the GLDRF ended 

¶ First residents on travel trailer site, Lawrence Sullivan Park 

Friday, November 9, 2018 

¶ MEMA submitted a request from the Governor to the President of the United States for an 

Emergency Declaration under the Stafford Act   

Thursday, November 15, 2018 

¶ Congregate shelter capacity was reduced from 1,000 to 500 beds 

Monday, November 19, 2018 

¶ Original date for gas service restoration, which was later pushed back to mid-December 

Thursday, November 22, 2018 

¶ Third (and final) round of GLDRF distributed to households  

Wednesday, December 5, 2018 

¶ Last travel trailer removed, North Andover Grogan Field  

Thursday, December 6, 2018 

¶ Congregate shelter in Lawrence closed 
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Saturday, December 8, 2018 

¶ Last travel trailer removed, Lawrence Sullivan Park  

Sunday, December 9, 2018 

¶ Last travel trailer removed; Andover Recreation Park Road  

¶ Last travel trailer removed; Lawrence Pemberton Park 

Monday, December 10, 2018 

¶ a9a! ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜŘ ƴƻǘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ C9a! ŘŜƴƛŜŘ ǘƘŜ /ƻƳƳƻƴǿŜŀƭǘƘΩǎ 9ƳŜǊƎŜƴŎȅ 5ŜŎƭŀǊŀǘƛƻƴ 

request   

¶ The last travel trailer occupant checked out, all trailer sites were closed and in the process 

of being demobilized  

Thursday, December 13, 2018 

¶ All travel trailers removed from Sullivan Field. Remaining infrastructure would be removed 

within days  

Friday, December 14, 2018 

¶ Last travel trailer removed, Lawrence South Common   

Sunday, December 16, 2018 

¶ All gas system repairs completed, gas service restored to the incident area 
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5.0 Focused Review Areas  
Throughout the after action review process, a series of stakeholder workshops and interviews 

were conducted to ensure a collective and cohesive process existed for the creation of this 

report. The Focused Review Areas below follow the general layout of the stakeholder 

workshops and were approved by the Steering Committee, who oversaw this process.   

This report has been compiled with a focus on four areas, which span the entirety of the 

response and recovery effort:  

1. Initial Response (first 24 hours) 

2. Ongoing Response (until evacuation order lifted) 

3. Recovery Efforts (gas restoration and replacement) 

4. Recovery Efforts (human services) 

5.1 Initial Response  
This section of the report focuses on the first 24 hours, from September 13th to September 14th, 

2018. From the volume and nature of the 911 calls, two things were quickly apparent to all 

three communities: 1) this was a wide-scale event, with a then-unknown origin, and 2) 

additional resources would be required to mitigate the impacts and protect public safety.  

Immediate objectives for this operational period included:  

¶ Life safety 

¶ Incident stabilization 

¶ Notification and warning 

¶ Evacuation coordination  

¶ Command and control 

¶ Effective mutual aid coordination 

¶ Staging Areas 

¶ Emergency shelter operations 

Immediately after the over-pressurization and resulting explosions and fires, calls began 

flooding the 911 Public Safety Answering Points (PSAPs) in all three communities. Lacking the 

personnel and technical capacity to service the high volume of calls, departments quickly 

implemented procedures to triage calls based on the severity of the reported threat. This 

triaging effort allowed limited available emergency resources to be quickly dispatched to areas 

reporting the greatest immediate risk to human life and property. The most serious 

emergencies included explosion and active fires, while calls reporting an odor of gas or other 

non-emergency were held for a later response as resources became available. The information 

gleaned from the triage effort also helped to later gauge the size of the impacted area.  

 First Responder Activities  

¢ƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ Ŏŀƭƭǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ /ƛǘȅ ƻŦ [ŀǿǊŜƴŎŜΩǎ tǳōƭƛŎ {ŀŦŜǘȅ 5ƛǎǇŀǘŎƘŜǊǎ ǎƘƻǊǘƭȅ ŀŦǘŜǊ 

4:00PM. Similar emergency calls in rapid succession flooded the Andover and North Andover 
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911 dispatch centers, as well as wireless PSAPs in the Commonwealth. The large volume of calls 

to all three communities quickly exceeded their personnel and dispatch capacity. Available 

resources were dispatched as calls were received, but soon the number of requests for service 

outnumbered the available resources in the three communities. Dispatchers followed 

procedures and notified key decision-makers in each town to ensure they were aware of the 

scope and magnitude of the incident. Additionally, dispatchers ensured that mutual aid was 

activated when requested by incident commanders,12 being cognizant to avoid requesting the 

same assets already in use by other towns. As the scale of the incident grew, it became clear 

that this incident was not a routine series of fire calls. Rather, a complex response metric had to 

be put in place, with an eventual need for extensive mutual aid. While this was heavily a fire 

response at the onset, law enforcement soon followed, along with other agencies, to support 

the long-term response.   

Local Firefighting and EMS Response  

Numerous emergency calls to report residential and commercial buildings fires and explosions, 

as well as odor of gas calls, flooded local PSAPs. As the number of emergency calls grew, 

firefighting assets were quickly spread thin. All calls for services followed a similar trend; within 

minutes, local incident commanders and shift commanders became suspicious that this was a 

natural gas-related event. There were so many emergencies at the onset that fire departments 

began to send single-engine company assignments to building fires to attempt to control fires 

until more help could respond from out of town. After a short time, available resources were no 

longer able to respond to calls, and mutual aid requests began to fill the region.     

Mutual aid was requested from surrounding communities, utilizing existing 10-alarm run cards 

and mutual aid agreements. As each town began to approach their 10th alarm mutual aid 

complement for their 

respective community, 

incident commanders realized 

the need for additional 

mutual aid from outside of 

the region.  Approximately 30 

minutes into the event, the 

Massachusetts Statewide Fire 

and EMS Mobilization Plan 

was activated by the three 

communities. This plan, which had been used extensively in the past, prescripts mutual aid 

from out of the requesting fire district, to augment local fire response. A key benefit of this plan 

is that it prevents depleting firefighting resources in any one geographic area while supporting 

                                                      
12 Local public safety response was overseen by an incident commander in each community, who retained control 
and authority for the incident within their jurisdiction.   

Figure 9: Fire Mobilization Resources in the Staging Area. 
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needs in another area of the Commonwealth. Numerous structural task forces13 would be 

requested over the coming days to support fire suppression, local department augmentation, 

and Render-Safe activities (see Section 5.2.2 for more detail on Render-Safe activities). 

Ultimately, over 330 pieces of fire apparatus (167 engines, 65 ladders, and a plethora of 

command, communications, canteen, and other support vehicles) from over 180 fire 

departments (133 from Massachusetts, 50 from New Hampshire, and 1 from Maine) responded 

into the region. As the first Fire Mobilization resources came into the impact area, they were 

sent to calls for service still in the queue. Once additional mutual aid augmented the response, 

and later as fires were extinguished and the Render-Safe process began, Staging Areas were 

established to support the staging and deployment of these resources.     

 

Until the number of casualties and fatalities was known, Lawrence General Hospital EMS 

activated their crisis plans to ensure that sufficient Emergency Medical Services (EMS) 

resources were available in the communities. This ensured that multiple ambulances were 

available if needed. Twenty-four people were injured during the first hours of the incident and 

were transported to local hospitals. In anticipation of additional injuries, a total of 54 

ambulances were staged in Lawrence, available for use should the need arise. Fortunately, 

additional injuries were not reported, and ambulances remained in the Staging Area.    

Local Law Enforcement Response  

The Lawrence Police Department began receiving the first reports of fires and explosions 

throughout South Lawrence shortly after 4:00PM. They were quickly overwhelmed with 

hundreds of calls for service. All officers, including those who were off duty, were ordered to 

report to work to support the response. The Towns of Andover and North Andover also found 

themselves responding to a multitude of emergency calls and were quickly overwhelmed. As 

the magnitude and scope of the incident became clear, mutual aid was requested and a 

comprehensive law enforcement plan for the impacted area was developed.  

The first law enforcement agency to respond to the request for mutual aid in the City of 

Lawrence was Massachusetts State Police (MSP) Troop A, which was already stationed in the 

area. Within the first few hours of the response, additional local, regional, and state law 

enforcement mutual aid was provided to all three communities by the Lawrence Auxiliary 

Police, the Methuen Police Department, the Northeastern Massachusetts Law Enforcement 

Council (NEMLEC), as well as additional officers and assets from MSP. The Lawrence Auxiliary 

Police, Methuen Police, and MSP were primarily assigned to South Lawrence. NEMLEC 

                                                      
13 As scripted in the Statewide Fire Mobilization Plan, a Structural Task force is comprised of six engine companies, 
two ladder companies, and a commanding officer.   

Finding S-1: Strength 

The Statewide Fire and EMS Mobilization Plan effectively provided firefighting mutual aid 

resources to the Merrimack Valley Region for four days.     
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coordinated the law enforcement response activities in the towns of Andover and North 

Andover. These resources were deployed and managed by the NEMLEC Incident Management 

Assistance Team (IMAT).14 Once established, NEMLEC requested additional support from the 

Central Law Enforcement Council (CEMLEC) and Southeastern Law Enforcement Council 

(SEMLEC).  

As police officers reported to the impacted areas in each community, they were provided with 

assignments to ensure the continued safety and security of the region. This was particularly 

necessary when the electrical grid was de-energized the first evening and the impacted area 

was evacuated, as described in Section 5.1.4. Law and order was maintained throughout this 

process, and continued to be maintained over the following days while the area was made safe 

and residents permitted back home. Throughout the event, hundreds of officers from 

numerous law enforcement agencies around the Commonwealth assisted in the effort.   

 

 

State and Regional Response  

The response quickly grew from local fire, police, and emergency medical services to include a 

robust contingent of state and regional assistance, reflecting real-time monitoring of the 

situation and evolving needs. Within 30 minutes of the start of the incident, several state 

agencies had been notified and were deploying to the area. Several disaster relief agencies, 

including the American Red Cross (ARC) and Salvation Army, were also notified and responded.  

Within an hour, many of these agencies were on the ground and assisting with the response.   

Public Safety Communications  

As with any no-notice event of this scale, radio communications and interoperability solutions 

were critically important to the continued safety of responding agencies. With the hundreds of 

responders mobilizing into the three communities, there was no feasible way to ensure that 

they all had local police and fire radio frequencies programmed into portable and mobile 

                                                      
14 The NEMLEC Incident Management Assistance Team (IMAT) is a team of law enforcement professionals, which 
provide overhead coordination and logistics capabilities to regional law enforcement assets during significant 
events involving NEMLEC.   

Finding S-2: Strength 

Existing Law Enforcement mutual aid plans deployed and managed law enforcement 

assets from across the region. Assets were managed effectively by the three communities 

and the NEMLEC IMAT.       

 Key Finding R-1: Recommendation  

Law Enforcement and Fire Mobilization mutual aid plans should continue to be utilized to 

their fullest to allow for the effective requesting, deploying, integration, and tasking of 

regional resources.   
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radios. As mutual aid task forces were augmenting the response, Communications Unit Leaders 

(COML)15 embedded within some of the task forces supported them to ensure that incoming 

assets could talk as a group and then later be incorporated within the larger interoperability 

picture. COMLs deployed as secondary assets to the mutual aid response, and were not written 

into the larger mutual aid plans as an assigned resource. The Statewide Interoperability 

Coordinator (SWIC) maintains and organizes a list of Massachusetts COMLs, once they meet all 

requirements as set forth by the Office of Emergency Communications (OEC). These 

credentialed liaisons have the knowledge needed to assign and manage interoperability 

channels throughout a response to an incident.   

The Commonwealth has a range of non-federal national and statewide interoperable radio 

channels and frequencies, designed for large scale response with numerous partners. These 

available channels were able to 

be rapidly assigned by function 

into a Communications Plan and 

given to incoming responders to 

ensure they could communicate 

with each other and incident 

commanders.  However, having 

this suite of radio platforms 

available is not useful if 

communications experts 

knowledgeable in their 

ŜǉǳƛǇƳŜƴǘΩǎ assignment and 

use are not part of the strategic 

conversation. While 

Communications Unit Leaders 

were on site at the command 

post, and were able to answer inquiries and make tactical channel assignments to ensure 

available channels were used effectively and appropriately, their deployment was tied to 

certain mutual aid task forces and agencies, and not part of a formal program. Formalizing a 

Communications Program, under the SWIC, to ensure communications experts are tied to 

regional events from the onset, is key to a coordinated response. Further, having experts on-

scene will allow for a more rapidly executable Communications Plan that can be used by 

responders when they are not in their normal geographic operating location.  

                                                      
15 Communications Unit Leaders (COML) are federally credentialed through the Office of Emergency 
Communications (OEC), and are tasked with coordinating public safety communications during disasters.  In 
Massachusetts, these trained personnel are coordinated by the Statewide Interoperability Coordinator (SWIC).   

Figure 10: Gas Explosions Interoperable Radio Communications 
Plan (Transmit Frequencies Removed). 


















































































































































































